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Michael Halliday (1994: 37) has described the particle wαas the Theme 
particle in Japanese. This claim has been quite readily accepted as truth 
among systemic functional linguists-at least, no one has directly chal-
lenged this claim. However, before investigating the validity of this claim, 
it is first necessary to test for the existence of Theme in Japanese as the 
existence of the functional category of Theme has also been assumed. 
This paper will 1) discuss the systemic functional and norトsystemic
functional realizations of Theme found in the literature; 2) define Theme 
from a systemic functional point of view, arguing that the category of 
Theme does indeed exist in Japanese; and 3) report the results of a pilot 
test designed to prove that the systemic functional category of Theme does 
operate in Japanese. 
Sys飽盟1ic 五僅odelof La阻guage
1 1¥僅etafunc説ons
Let me begin by stating that the functional notion of Theme under dicussion 
here is that notion arising out of systemic functional linguistics. The systemic 
functional model of language claims that any particular language has resources 
available to construe meanings. Within the model, meaning is organized into 
three categories which relate to the purpose of the text. These three categories 
of meaning or metafunctions are: 
i) Ideatio闘almeanings, that is, language encodes our experience in and of 
the world. The clause is viewed as a representation of the natural world 
in which we live. 
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i）函館rperso臨almeanings, that is, language encodes our relationships 
with and between each other. The clause is viewed as an exchange 
between interlocutors. 
ii) Text祖almeanings, that is, language organizes itself into a coherent 
message. The clause is viewed as a message carrier. (Halliday 1994: 
36). 
2 The Textual民笹eta岡function
The notion of Theme relates to the construal of textual meanings within the 
textual meta-function. The textual meta-function is concerned with the orga同
nization of what we say and write. This meta回functionemploys a range of 
lexico回grammaticalsystems that deal with textual meanings, such as cohesive 
systems of reference, conjunction, ellipsis, and substitution; the organization of 
information into “new”and “given ”； and the organization of information as 
Theme or Rheme. 
3 The Definition of Theme and Rheme 
Michael Halliday has defined Theme as“. • • the element which seves as the 
point of departure of the message; it is that with which the clause is concerned. 
The remainder of the message, the part in which the Theme is developed is 
called in Prague school terminology the Rheme" (1994: 37). This definition 
excludes any conflation between the organization of information into “new” 
and “given ”with the organization of a message into Theme and Rheme. This 
departs from other schools of thought which do define Theme as given, or as 
previously introduced. 
Theme, as defined by Halliday, is a functional label. In other words, the 
notion of Theme can be realized by different languages using different realiza-
tion devices. To understand this distinction, let us look at the realization of 
Theme in English. 
The臨1ei組 English
1 The臨 e: First Position in the Clause 
Theme in English is realized by first position in the clause (Halliday 1994: 37). 
Consider the following examples in Figure 1 below which were used by 
Halliday to illustrate his claim. 
In each example above, Theme is realized not by the grammatical category of 
(1) The duke 
(2) Very carefully, 
(3) For want of a nail, 
THE孔1E
has given my aunt that teapot. 
she put him back on his feet again. 
the shoe was lost. 
RHEME 
Fig. 1 From Halliday, 1944: 38-39 
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subject in (1), adverbial phrase in (2), or prepositional phrase in (3) but by the 
position these elements occur in, that is, first position. 
2 I¥笹ethodsof Develop臨1ent
While these examples are at sentence level, Fries has demonstrated that the 
notion of Theme correlates with the method of development of a text and the 
nature of the text (Fries 1983: 119). In other words, by following the themat回
ic progression of a text one can see clearly the argument or purpose of that text. 
Tracking Theme makes explicit the purpose of a text. In the text below the 
underlined section is the Theme which is derived from the preceding Rheme. 
The Themes are underlined and the italized element in the Rheme is what is 
made prominent as Theme in the following clause or clause complex. 
1. The process of learning is essential to our lives. 
2. All higher animals seek it deliberately. 
3. They are inquisitive and they experiment. 
4. An experiment is a sort of harmless trial run of some action which we 
shall have to make in the real world, and this, whether it is made in the 
laboratory by scientists or by fox cubs outside their earth. 
5. The scientist experiments, and the cub plays; both are learning to correct 
theiJ主eγγoγsof judgement inαsetting in which eγγoγsαγe not fαtα:l. 
6. Perhaps this is what gives them both their air of happiness and freedom 
in these activities. 
σ. Bronowski, 1959, III in Fries 1983: 23) 
By tracking Theme, the development of the text becomes explicit. This 
text talks about “the process of learning”by “al higher animals ”who 
“experiment.”“Scientists”experiment “safely.” Fries found this thematic 
development fitted nicely into one of the patterns of Theme/Rheme progression 
as found by Danes. This pattern is illustrated below in Figure 2 and is a rep代田
sentation of how what is Rheme in the preceding clause is picked up as Theme 
in the following clause. This linear thematic progression patterning has been 
described as a“zig-zag”pattern by Eggins. “In monologic segments such as 
narratives, thematic choice is likely to draw on the zig-zag strategy”（Eggins 
1994: 305). 
Theme 1 一一一一－ Rheme 1 
Theme 2 一一一一→ Rheme 2 
Theme 3 一一一一→ Rheme 3 
Fig. 2 Linear Thematic Progression. From Danes, 1974: 118-19 
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Thematic patterning enables the writer or speaker to create strong cohesive 
ties between clauses. “Overall, a carefully written text will not“surprise ”us 
with its Thematic choice: what gets to be Theme will come from somewhere in 
the nearby text”（Eggins 1994: 305). 
However, the discussion thus far, has looked at Theme and thematic develop-
ment in English. Let me now turn to the notion of Theme in Japanese. 
The翻 ei臨 Japa阻ese
Despite the fact that the systemic notion of Theme is widely accepted, litle has 
been done in Japanese to demonstrate whether the category of Theme exists 
and if so, how it is realized and how it contributes to textual organization. In 
many cases, assumptions have been made that Theme does exist without it hav-
ing been tested. Before testing the assumption that Theme exists, allow me 
firstly to discuss existing and commonly held notions of Theme in Japanese. 
Outlined below are two commonly accepted notions or what constitutes Theme 
in Japanese, the non-systemic functional notion and the systemic functional 
notion of Theme. 
1 Non聞systemicFunctional Notion of The臨 ein Japanese 
Senko孔1aynard,in her book An Introduction to Japanese Grammar and Com-
munication Strategies, talks about the structure of the Japanese sentence as 
a Topic/Comment dichotomy. The topic is“what is being talked about ... 
The topic-comment relation is based on how information is structured in 
communication. It is an overall umbrella-like system of distinguishing what is 
being talked about (topic) in actual communication, and what is being intro-
duced as information added (comment) to the topic.”（Maynard 1990: 53). 
Maynard explains that the topic can be a number of grammatical elements, 
such as a grammatical subject, object, locative, but in each case the topic is 
marked by the particle or post悶positionwa. W a is often translated as “As for 
1. Koko ni切α｝毛udα悦onogααγimαSU 
Topic I Comment 
([lit. As for here, there is企uit.]There is fruit here.) 
(Maynard 1990: 53) 
2. T,αηαhα田Sαη 叩αnihon-jindesu. 
Topic I Comment 
([lit. As for Mr. Tanaka, he is Japanese.] Mr. Tanaka is Japanese.) 
(Maynard 1990: 54) 
3. Zo wαhαnαgα nαgαi deszム
Topic I Comment 
([lit. As for elephants, trunks are long.] Elephants' trunks are long.) 
(Maynard 1990: 57) 
Maynard further explains that the choice of wa as topic marker depends 
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on the status of the information it marks as either new or given information. 
Topics marked by wαare“given ”information. She suggests a three-step proc四
ess when a grammatical subject is topic. 
1. The new information is introduced as subject [Noun+ ga]. 
2. The topic is established [Noun十wa].
3. The established topic is deleted ［ゆ（zero)].(Maynard 1990: 54) 
Maynard’s explanation of sentence structure as Topic-Comment in Japanese 
is very widely accepted and is used in Japanese as a second/foreign language 
textbooks. 
At sentence level the above explanation is perfectly adequate. However, 
when looking at texts rather than clauses, problems begin to arise. Among 
other things, particle wa is not always a topic marker and when it is, it is often 
optional. It can also madζfor contrastive meanings. For this reason it is 
necessary to analyze texts, not just sentences, in order to begin to understand 
the operation of wa and more broadly the process of thematic development in 
Japanese. But there is another di伍cultythat must be clearly dealt with, and 
that is the di百erentdefinitions of the term, Theme in the literature. 
1. 1 Dφnz勾 Topicand Theme 
Recently, the term“topic”has been replaced by “theme”（Fujii 1991: 195) in 
the non回systemiccommunity. In her book, Fujii says，“One of the important 
functions of ωαin present国dayJapanese is theme-maintenance, to signal para問
graph theme/topics.” In non-systemic terms, this tendency appears to be a sim問
ple terminological replacement without any meaning change. This replace回
ment may have resulted from the translation of the Japanese word wadai. 
野1adaiis translated as both Topic and Theme.1 However, this creates 
problems when the systemic functional notion of Theme is under discussion. 
Maynard’s definition of“topic，” in systemic functional, terms implies a confla由
tion of “topic”with “given ”information. This is implied in her three-step 
process for establishing a topic outlined above. This is not a definition of 
Theme from a systemic functional point of view which clearly separates Given/ 
New information organization with Theme/Rheme organization. Fries ex-
plained this distinction in great detail in his paper“On the Status of Theme in 
English" (1983: 116). The confusion can be traced back to the definition of 
“theme ”or“topic”as first proposed by Vilるm Mathesius in 1939. “［The 
theme] is that which is known or at least obvious in the given situation and 
from which the speaker proceeds ”（translated by Firbas, 1964, in Fries 1983: 
116). But in the school of systemic functional linguistics, information struc-
ture in a clause, whether or not it is new or given, is seen as a separate system 
within the language. Thus Thematic choice does not depend on what informa-
tion is to be treated as given or new, rather it depends on how one wishes to 
1 Refer to SanseidδNew Concise English Japαnese Dictionary. 1985, Tokyo: Sanseido 
Company Ltd. 
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develop the message. 
2 Systemic Functional Notion of Theme in Japanese 
Halliday, in his discussion of the Theme/Rheme relationship, has described wα 
as the thematic2 rather than topic particle. “. • • in Japanese for example, there 
is a special postposition-wa, which signifies that whatever immediately precedes 
it is thematic" (1994: 37). Admittedly, Halliday was using the particle wa to 
illustrate the di吉erentways Theme can be realized while giving a full and de-
tailed description of thematic organization in English. It was useful to illus問
trate the functional nature of the category Theme. In English, Theme is real問
ized in first position, while in Japanese, it is realized by postposition“element+ 
初a.” Thisclaim by Halliday has been widely accepted and taught in many an 
introductory course in systemic functional linguistics. An example of this can 
be found in Eggin’s book, An Introduction to Systemic Linguistics (1994: 275). 
Again, she exemplifies how Theme is realized di百erentlyby di妊erentgram同
mars. In English it is by first position in the clause while in Japanese it is 
realized by the“specific”grammatical particle ωα. As far as I know, the claim 
that wa is thematic is not based on any extensive discourse analysis of Japanese 
from a systemic functional point of view. On the surface, this claim about the 
function of wa looks very convincing. 
One implication of this description of wa is that you would expect wαto 
move around within a clause, and interestingly enough, it does precisely that. 
In English, first position in the clause realizes Theme and one cannot change 
the position of the element without changing the Theme. But in Japanese, if 
切amarks Theme, then theoretically, the element marked by wa can locate any-
where within a clause. In the clause below, the element+wa occurs in second 
position within the clause. 
Kono yoki no naka, zen’kokukakuchi no jin'ja ya otera de wαSetsubun四saino 
gy匂＂iga nigiyaka ni okonawαreta. (Mizutani and Mizutani 1981: 122) 
In this dimαte，。ttemples and shrines throughout each district, the annual 
setsubun, j台stivalswere joyously held. (my translation) 
Further, another implication of claiming wαas the Theme marker is that wa 
could be expected to mark things other than grammatical subject, which it 
does. 
1. Koko de wa tabako o suwanaide kudasai. 
Please don’t smoke here. 
2. Bzru wαnomimasu. 
(I) drink beer. 
( taken from Makino and Tsutsui 1986: 518-19) 
In sentence (1) above, wαmarks a locative, koko de (in this place or here), 
while in sentence (2), wa marks the direct object, bzru (beer). It thus appears, 
2 The use of the term“thematic ”here, is the systemic functional definition of the word, 
that is to say, it excludes any reference to information organization along the lines of 
‘given ”or“new. 
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that Halliday’s claim that wαmarks Theme is substantiated. However, this 
claim needs to be investigated at discourse level. At sentence level things look 




Before Halliday’s claim that wαmarks Theme can be investigated, the question 
of whether or not the category of Theme, as defined by Halliday exists in 
Japanese needs to be verified. This has not definitively been established. 
Interestingly, there lies justification for the existence of Theme within the 
grammatical structure of Japanese. The following discussion explains this 
justification. 
1. 1 ｝αpαnese Is LikeαTγα：in 
Japanese sentence structure has been likened to a train (Tsukuba Language 
Group 191: 14 ). The verb is always sentence final (the train engine) with the 
other elements preceding the verb in packages of “element十particle，” thatis to 
say, these packages are Participants and Circumstances in the Transitivity 
structure. These packages are like the train cars. “The engine of the train is 
pulling a passenger car, a dining car and a freight car. The order of the cars 
can change, but the engine always comes in rightmost position" (Tsukuba Larト
guage Group 1991 : 14 ). The salient point here is that the order of the “cars” 
can change. Students of Japanese, myself included, are told that the order of 
the elements does not matter provided the verb is always sentence final. Yet, 
from a systemic functional point of view this is a weal王argument. Halliday has 
argued that choice in language is never unmotivated. If you have a choice 
in where to put parts of a sentence, then that choice must be motivated by 
something. Usually this motivation relates to the creating and organizing of 
textual meaning. "Systemic theory is a theory of meaning as choice. 
(Halliday 1994: xiv). 
Here lies justification for the existence of Theme in Japanese. Is the motiva-
tion behind the choice of positioning elements in a Japanese clause related to 
Thematic organization? Samuel Martin strongly suggests this in his book A 
Reference Grammar of] apαnese when he says，“Japanese is usually said to have 
a free word order with respect to the adjuncts. This means that so long as you 
put the predicate (the nuclear sentence) at the end, where it belongs in a well-
planned sentence, you are free to present each of the build回uppherases early or 
late as you see fit . . . . Thematization, for example, will place an adjunct at 
the beginning of the sentence.”（Martin 1988: 35). 
1. 2 Typical oγ Unmarked Clαuse Structuγe in｝αpαneseαnd English 
Another justification for the existence of Theme lies in the clause structure. 
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English is often described as an SVO (Subject, Verb, Object) language. The 
typical or unmarked word order is Subject八Verb八Object.3 Japanese also has a 
typical word order of SOV (Subject, Object, Verb). The grammatical subject, 
that is the Actor ge蹴 inthe transitivity structure, tends to be in first position. 
The Actor precedes the Process ( the verb) thereby enabling a Theme/Rheme 
structure expressed by the sequence of the elements in the clause. It follows 
then that the grammatical subject comes first, unless there is a good reason not 
to position it so. In both cases, the subject precedes the verb thereby enabling 
a Theme/Rheme structure expressed by the sequence of the elements in the 
caluse. 
In Halliday’s explanation of Theme in his An Introduction to Functional 
Grammar, he talks about when and how a language might organize clause 
constituents as a Theme/Rheme structure. He argues that “if in any given 
language the message is organized as a Theme-Rheme structure, and if this 
structure is expressed by the sequence in which the elements occur in the 
clause, then it seems natural that the position for the Theme should be at the 
beginning, rather than at the end or at some other specific point" (1994: 38). 
Typically speaking, in English the grammatical subject is the unmarked 
Theme unless there is motivation to make some other element Theme. En-
glish and Japanese share the phenomenon of grammatical subject as first 
element. Is it not possible then that they also share the phenomenon of 
Theme as first position? Yet, Halliday stated that particle wa marks Theme 
in Japanese. Here we have a clear discrepancy. What constitutes Theme 
in Japanese, first position in the clause or the element marked by wa? This 
discrepancy needs to be looked at closely. The following section describes a 
simple experiment designed to test if first position in the clause contributes to 
the constual of Theme in Japanese. 
2 fo:r Theme 
When testing for the existence of Theme, it is necessary to keep in mind a 
series of steps as outlined by Fries and Francis (1992: 56). They have this to 
say about descriptions of Theme in other languages: 
“Two steps are critical in this development of the description of Theme in 
any language: 
1. We must develop explicit descriptions of how Theme is realized in the 
various structures. 
2. We must develop a set of examples, arguments, and descriptions which 
demonstrate the uses and interpretation of Theme in context. These 
examples, arguments and descriptions should explicitly link Thematic 
content to the interpretations of texts.” 
Bearing in mind Fries and Francis, the following test for Theme involves using 
authentic Japanese material in context and results in an explicit description of 
3 The symbol （八） represents the phrase “. • • is followed by . . 
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what constitutes Theme in Japanese. Further, the examples, arguments, and 
descriptions certainly link thematic content to the interpretation of the texts. 
2. 1 H沖 othesis
Theme, in Japanese, is realized by first position in the clause. If first position 
is salient for thematic organization of a Japanese text, then changing the first 
element of the clause should disrupt the Theme thereby making the message in 
the text di伍cultto retrieve. 
2. 2 Methodology 
Two newspaper articles were selected. (Both texts are to be found in the 
Appendices.) These newspaper texts appear in the textbook An Introduction 
to Newspαρer Japanese by 0. and N. Mizutani (1981). This textbook uses 
authentic material to teach second language learners of Japanese how to read 
newspaper articles. 
Whith the help of a native speaker of Japanese, both texts were rearranged by 
changing the first element in each clause. E妊ectively,the order of the “train 
cars”changed without changing the logical relationships between them or their 
grammatical structure. The individual clauses in the “tampered ”texts were 
al grammatical, however, the cohesion between the clauses was, in some cases, 
dirupted due to the order change. 
Text 1, Samusa Yurunde, Setsubun is a newspaper report on the Setsubun 
(Bean Throwing) Festival held annually in Japan. It describes what happened 
at the Asakusa Senso Temple in Tokyo. Text 2, Ginkδni Tαn'ju Gδto: 
San'pαtsu Hαssha, 200 man'en Ubatte Tosδis a report on a bank robbery giving 
details about location and the events involved in the incident. 
Thirty native speaker informants were given two versions, the original and a 
tampered version of the Setsubun and Ginko texts. They were asked to read 
the texts and decide which were easier to read and unferstand. The texts were 
not identified as either original or tampered to the readers. 
2. 3 Results and Informants’just併cations
As anticipated, the readers preferred the original texts. The original Setsubun 
Table 1 Text Preferences 
Text 1: Setsubun (25 out of 30 informants responded.) 






Text 2: Ginko (22 out of 30 informants responded. ) 































text was preferred by 76% of informants, while 95% of the informants pre問
ferred the original Gin初 textThe results are tabulated in Table 1. 
2. 4 Iηifoγ悦 αηts'J ustzficαtions 
Even though the informants were not asked to explain their choices, some 
informants felt obliged to explain why they preferred the original texts. These 
explanations are summarized below. The informants chose the original over 
the tampered texts because: 
1. the“element+wα”was better positioned; 
2. the“word linking”method was better; 
3. the subject was clearer and straightforward; 
4. you get lost in the tampered text; 
5. the organization of information in the tampered text was di伍cultto 
follow; 
6. the SOV structure was clearer in the original texts; 
7. the word order is wrong in the tampered text. 
2. 5 Test Conclusions 
From the pilot test results and justifications above, it appears that first position 
plays a role in thematic development. The readers found they got lost or else 
found it di伍cultto follow the point of the texts when they had their first posi-
tion element changed. In the original texts, the first position element appears 
to function as an orienter for the message. Without this orientation, the 
readers found the point of the information di伍cultto follow. The “element+ 
ωα”did not seem su伍cientas an orienter for the message. This test was only 
a pilot and more tests using a larger sample of informants should be undertaken 
to verify the above results. The question that stil remains unanswered relates 
to whether or not the clauses that lost their cohesive ties as a result of the first 
position change within the text a妊ectedthe results. However, in the mean-
time, it is useful to look at someimplications arising out of the claim that first 
position realizes Theme in Japanese. 
2. 6 Themαtic Development in the Newspα：peγTαts 
The two original texts were analyzed to see if a pattern of orientation was evi-
dent by tracking the first position element in each clause complex and simplex. 
As a comparison and cross check to the results above，“element十wa”wasalso 
analyzed to determine if any message orientation was evident there. The issue 
at stake here is whether or not wαis contributing to thematic development. 
According to Mattl山ssen(1995: 575），勺nethodsof development include organi悶
zations that are temporal, spatial, lists, general to specific, object to attributes, 
object to parts, and compare and contrast.” If thematic development does not 
depend on the existence of “element+wa”then doubt will be cast on wa’s 
assumed role as Theme marker. In Tables 2 and 3, the first position element 
in each clause of Setsubun and Ginko are listed respectively. If an element十
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Table 2 First Position Elements in Setsubun 
Clause First position element Transitivity Role 
Mikkα叩α Participant: Identified (Token) 
2a Hobo zen'kokuteki ni Circumstantial Adjunct: Location 
b samusa Participant: Actor 
C tsiikin'kyαku no nαhα niwα Circumstantial Adjunct: Location 
3 Kono yoki nαnakα Circumstantial Adjunct: Contingency 
4 Tokyo Asαkusaηo Sen'soji de叩α Circumstantial Adjunct: Location 
5 En'jijuku no ue ni hαmishimo o 
kikondαen'ji 570nin wα Participant: Actor 
6a ( ..en'ji 570nin wα） Paritcipant: Actor 
b ( .. en'Ji 570nin wα） Participant: Actor 
C ( .. en'j・i570nin wα） Participant: Actor 
d iyoiyo Circumstantial adjunct: manner 
7a “uo uδ”to iu oni no koe no haitta teρu Participant: actor 
ga 
b shokuin ga fun’shita aka-oni，。o-oniga Participant: Actor 
8 lsseiηi Circumstantial adjunct: manner 
9a Chikαγα ipp叫すEαgetα官官Eα官官le却α Participant: Actor 
b oni wα Participant: Actor 
C (oni加。） Participant: Actor 
10 Yoi shita 78 kiro no mame mo Participant: Actor 
wa is also evident in each clause in first position, it is boldened. A bracketed 
element indicates co-referential ellipsis.4 Each first position element is further 
identified by its Transitivity role. 5 
In the Setsubun text, there are ten sentences, six of them clause simplexes 
(only one process) and four of them clauses complexes (more than one process 
per sentence). Each simplex and each clause in the clause complex has its own 
Theme. There are a total of 18 Themes that break down as shown in Table 4. 
In the Cinkδtext, there are nine sentences, four of them clause simplexes 
and the other five, clauses complexes. Again, each simplex and each clause in 
the clause complex has its own Theme. There are a total of 22 Themes that 
4 Co-referential ellipsis of the Actor/Agent, is a feature of Japanese. Once the Actor/Agen 
has been established, then provided it remains the focus of the following clauses, it need 
not be repeated. This pattern of ellipsis, is illustrated in Setsubun in sentences 5 and 6. 
Sentence 5 introduces enji (children) in first position. Enji is the Actor and is marked by 
四α. The rest of the sentence gives information about the children, namely, gozen juuρ・ ni 
Kaminarinzon mae ni seizoroi (they gathered at 10 A.M. in front of Kaminari Gate). Sen-
tence 6 continues to provide information about the childrens' activities and so the Actor, 
enρ・ is ellipsed. This ellipsis continues until the Participant is changed. This occurs in 
clause 6d, the Participant now being, mamemaki (bean throwing). 
5 For a detailed description of the transitivity roles, refer to Martin, Matthiessen, and 
Painter, 1997, pp. 100-130. 
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Table 3 First Position Elements in Gin'ko 
Clause First position element Transitivity role 
1a Tsuitachi gozen kuji gojugo-fun goro, Circumstantial adjunct: temporal and spa-
Fukui-shi Kasugα司ぬる 238-1,Fukui tial 
Ginko KasugαShiten=Kαto 
Tomomasa Shiten-chδ（44）ニ ni,
b ( ..otoko) Participant: actor 
C ( .. otoko) Participant: actor 
d ( .. otoko) Participant: actor 
2a Yoshino-san gα Participant: actor 
b ( .. otoko) Participant: actor 
C uchi ippαtsu叩α Participant: actor 
3 Hokαno nihαtsuwα Participant: actor 
4a Yoshidaィαnga Participant: actor 
b otoko wα Participant: actor 
C (Yoshida-san ga) Participant: actor 
d otoko wα Participant: actor 
e (otoko wa) Participant: actor 
f (otoko wa) Participant: actor 
5 Doshiten切α Circumstantial adjunct: spatial 
6 Uchi josei Participant: existent 
7a Ha Circumstantial adjunct: spatial 
b kegαninwα Participant: existent 
8 Eαn’nin 2α shin'nyu shite toso suγu Participant: identified 
made ( no jikan) 
9a Fukuトkenkei no shirα：be de叩α Circumstantial adjunct: angle 
b (han’nin wα） Participant: actor 
C (han’nin印。） Participant: actor 
Table 4 Breakdown on Theme Types in Setsubun 
Table 5 Breakdown on Theme Types in Gin初
break down as shown in Table 5. 
Halliday has labeled grammatical subjects as unmarked Themes. This is 
because the grammatical subject typically comes first in a clause (Halliday 
1994: 43) and the grammatical subject is most typically a nuclear partici-
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pant.6 However, Themes other than participants are also possible as illustrated 
above聞 TheseThemes, circumstantial adjuncts, etc., are labeled as marked 
Themes because they have greater textual prominence (Martin, Matthiessen, 
Painter 1997: 24 ). The distinction between marked and unmarked Theme as 
described by Halliday applies equally in Japanese because the grammatical sub-
ject typically occurs in first position as explained in the section on typical or 
unmarked clause structure above. Thus the unmarked Theme in Japanese is 
a grammatical subject functioning as participant. The marked Theme is a 
circumstantial adjunct which will “specify the spatial or temporal location of 
the process, its extent in space or time, its cause, the manner of its occurrence 
and so on (Matthiessen 1995: 198). 
In each text, unmarked participant Themes are more frequent than the 
marked, circumstantial Themes. This clearly establishes that the texts develop 
through the participants, with ・ Cinkδhaving more participant Themes than 
Setsubun. However, each text does have circumstantial Themes which are 
strategically located at the beginning of each text to foreground both time and 
location, that is to say, each of these newspaper articles set the time and place in 
which people act out some event, either the Setsubun festival or a bank robbery. 
This scene setting is achieved through using circumstantial adjuncts in first 
position. This circumstantial thematic foregrounding occurs very early in each 
text in order to estabish a condition in which the action, brought about by the 
participants within the text, occurs and is therefore described. In Setsubun, 
the marked Themes appear in sentences 2, 3 and 4, while in Cinkδ，a marked 
Theme occurs in sentence 1. 
In Setsubun, the writer sets the time and scene for the reader and then 
“zooms-in”to the participants. The Themes in this text start broad and zoom 
into detail. We have the date, location, and weather conditions as a broad 
opening and then the text moves down into the detail of the people and things 
involved, namely, the children and the beans. This is rather like a funnel and 
brings the reader down into the detail of the festival. This method of orienta-
tion is most certainly motivated and the resource within the language for this 
orientation is placing elements in first position. 
In Cinkδ，the first Theme in the text locates the entire message in both time 
and place. It is acting like an umbrella under which the rest of the text occurs. 
In other words, the incident described in the following clauses occurred in “the 
Kasuga branch bank on the 1st at 9: 55 A.M.”and nowhere else. The subse-
quent Themes are mostly the participants, namely, otoko, the robber and 
Y oshino-san, the bank employee. Toward the end of the text, a few circum叩
stantial Themes are introduced for spatial location, that is, doshiten and han'ko 
shiten nαi ni wa, both referring to the bank. 
Most interestingly, particle ωαdoes not appear to contribute to the thematic 
6 “Participants ”are“inherent in the process; they bring about its occurrence or mediate 
this occurrence”（Matthiessen 1995: 198). 
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development of these two texts. Were it functioning as Theme marker, then 
you would expect it to be evident and operating in each simplex and complex in 
each text. This is not the case. Sentence 1 in the Ginko text does not contain 
an element十wa.Yet, this clause clearly sets the scene, as it were, orienting the 
reader to the time and location of the robbery. This circumstantial Theme in 
clause 1 a isnot marked by wα. In Cinkδ，ωαis also absent in clauses 1 b,le, 
1d, 2a, 2b, 4a, 4c, 4e, 4f, 6, 9b, 9c, that is to say, 12 out of 22 clauses (55%) have 
an absence of element十wa. In Setsubun, wa is absent in clauses 2a, 2b, 6a, 
6b, 6c, 6d, 7a, 7b, 8. Again, 9 out of 18 (50%) of the clauses are without ele閑
ment wa. My point is that, given the absence of wα，it seems a misnomer to 
describe it as the Theme marker. It does not play a substantial role in the-
matic development. Rather, thematic development is occurring in first posi-
tion, and di百erenttypes of thematic progression are evident. The question of 
how the particle wa function(s) stil remains. This will be briefly addressed in 
the section below. 
As previously mentioned, Danes and Fries have described different kinds of 
thematic progression. One example is the linear thematic progression type 
where a new Theme is picked from the previous Rheme, as illustrated in Fig-
ure 2. Another is the continuous thematic progression type that“enters into a 
relation with a number of different Rhemes”（Fries 1995: 320) which is illus同
trated below in Figure 3. 
j Rheme 2 j 
j Rheme 3 j 
Fig. 3 Continuous Thematic Progression 
Both types of thematic progression are evident in the two newspaper articles. 
Sentences 4, 5, and 6 in Setsubun illustrate linear and continuous progression 
in Figure 4 below. The same patterning is evident in Sentence 9 in Ginお in
Figure 5. 
In each example, the second Theme is picked up from the preceding Rheme, 
en'ji ( children) in. Figure 4 and han'nin ( criminal) in Figure 5. This is an 
example of linear progression after which these established themes, en'ji and 
han'nin then participate in a continuous thematic pattern within a clause chain. 7 
Consequently the participants，針。＇iand han'nin, are co-referentially ellipsed. 
7 A clause chain as described by Matthiessen (1995: 177) is when “clause complexes are 
built up of dependent, non-final clauses with verbs in ‘medial’form, culminating in an 
independent final clause with the verb in‘final’form. The full specification of mood and 
tense/aspect is delayed along the chain until the culminati時 clausewith the final verb.” 




? ? ? ? ?????
??
RHEME 
kono hi gozen Sen1s6ji yochien no EN'JI 
ni yoru mamemalri ga o主oiiawareta
gozen juji Kaminarimon mae ni seizoroi 5.En1j泊1kuno ue ni, 
kamish.iino 0 組主on1da
EN'JI 570 nin wa 
6a Nakamisedori o nigiyaka ni koshin shite, 
6b Sen1s6ji hon'do mae de mame no haitta masu o 
mora1, 
[ 6c I se出 eino "byoki ka kega o motte kuru oni o 
gen'ki yoku ta詰ishimash6" to iu setsubun no 
hanashi o kita ato, 
I 6d.iyoiyo I mamemaki. 
Fig. 4 Thematic Progression in Setsubun 
THEME RHEME 
9a Fukui-ken kei no 
shirabe de wa 
haiiro no shatsu o kite ori, 
shiroi tozan'bo o kabutte ita. 
Fig. 5 Thematic Progression in Gin初
Martin (1988: 59) confirms this description when he states that grammatical 
subjects tend to be ellipsed in Japanese. However, despite the fact that they 
are co-referentially ellipsed, Theme is stil operational, the element in first posi-
tion being an unmarked Theme. 
“防協＂
The discussion so far has described the operation of Theme in the two newspa-
per articles without reference to element十ωαorits function(s). However, 
from the above analysis, it is clear that element＋旬。 doesappear in first 
position and can therefore function as Theme. Can it then be labeled as the 
Theme marker? No. As suggested above, for wa to be labeled as the Theme 
marker, it would seem reasonable to expect it to mark every Theme. This is 
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not the case. 
It seeems the question of the function(s) of particle wa remains to be 
described in systemic functional terms. Further, a systemic functional descrip回
tion of the function of wa will need to address the more established views of 
linguists, such as Samuel Martin. Samuel Martin writes in detail about par-
tide初a,and his description of the uses of 加。 isvery helpful. As a first start 
in the description of ωα，let us consider his description. He states that wa 
contributes to the focus of attention in a clause. 
“The particles wa and mo signal opposite focus: mo highlights, wαsubdues. 
Attention is concentrated by mo, it is shifted elsewhere by wα．．．．明Tecan 
speak of the function of wa as backgrounding or“OUトfocusing”andthat 
of mo as foregrounding or“irトfocusing.” Butgenerally we will speak of a 
phrase marked by wa as SUBDUED, and one marked by mo as HIGH悶
LIGHTED.”（Martin 1988: 52) 
Further on in his discussion，孔1artintalks about wαhaving three uses, that is to 
saア， there are three situations that will lead to the choice of backgrounding 
using particle m仏 Thethree situations are: 
1. when you are asking or answering a question about some other part of 
the sentence: 
Ano hito wa dare ga yon'da? “鴨川ocalled him？” 
Ano hito wαdare o yon'da？ “Whom did he call?” 
2. when you are denying something about some other part of the sentence 
Tabako wαnai. “There aren’t any cigarettes.” 
using wa in this context denies the statement contained in the nucleus 
(existence vs. non-existence). 
3. when you are supplying information about the points of contrast between 
grammatically parallel adjuncts in two sentences. 
Kore wαδki ga, sore wa chisai “THIS is big, but THAT is 
litle.” 
Ryδri wαore ga suru ga, kaimono初aotδto ga suru“The cooking is 
done by ME and the shopping by my litle BROTHER”（Martin 
1988: 60-64). 
Martin then states that these three situations al involve a meaning of con岨
trast：“contrast with a grammatically parallel counterpart in a paired sentence, 
contrast with an interrogated adjunct within a single sentence, and contrast 
with a negativized nucleus of a single sentence”（Martin 1988: 64). He then 
groups situations 1 and 2 abmrie as types of UNCONFIRMED information 
and stituation 3 as a type of CONFIRMED information. In other words, 
Martin has, in a round-about way, described wαas playing a role in the informa－・
tion system of the language, that is to say, he has described ωαas functioning 
to ascribe a certain information status to the element it marks. As mentioned 
at the beginning of this paper, the organization of information is treated as a 
part of the grammar that realizes textual meaning. In other words, wαdoes 
contribute to the organization of language into a coherent message, it is part 
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of the grammar of the textual meta-function, but it does not operate in the 
Theme/Rheme structure. Rather, it operates in the information structure of 
the clause. 
To investigate and illustrate how wa functions in the information system of 
Japanese is beyond the scope of this paper. It is, however, very important that 
this possibility be investigated and previous work by other linguists (Kuno 
1972, 1976; Ono 1973; Chafe 1976 and Inoue 1980) be scrutinized. In so 
doing, it will be necessary to look at how wαoperates in the di百erenttypes of 
transitivity processes at clause level, that is to say, wa may have a distinctive 
role in the grammar of identifying and attributive relational processes, and in 
the existential process. Also, the question of why wαappears a Theme needs 
to be addressed. This will relate in part to the fact that Themes, once they 
have been introduced into a thematically well wormed text, will naturally 
construe“given”and “contrastive ”information thematically. 
In conclusion, I wish to reiterate the purpose of this paper. Firstly, I dis同
cussed the notion of Theme in order to determine whether or not Theme, as 
defined by Halliday exists in Japanese. In order to test for the existence of the 
Hallidayan notion of Theme, I argued that the particle wa should not be 
described as the Theme marker in Japanese, as suggested by Halliday, because 
other features of the grammar suggest that first position in the clause construes 
Theme-these features being 1) the typical unmarked order of the elements in 
a Japanese clause (S八O八V)and 2) the moveability of the elements within the 
clause. I then hypothesized that first position is salient for thematic organiza-
tion of a Japanese clause and tested this by moving the first position elements 
in two newspaper texts and testing readers' reactions. Overwhelmingly, the 
tampered texts were perceived by the readers as di伍cultto read and under-
stand. I have interpreted this di伍cultyto be the result of a lack of thematic 
organization brought about by changing the first position element in each text. 
Having claimed that first position realizes Theme in Japanese, I then looked 
at the thematic development evident in the two newspaper articles, illustrating 
examples of linear and continuous thematic progression. This pattern of pro-
gression displays a method of development centering around the participants 
with strategically placed circumstantial adjuncts of time and location. In other 
words, I have shown how the texts develop thematically without relying solely 
on element十ωα. Particle印。 doesnot appear to play a direct role in Thematic 
organization as claimed by Halliday and accepted by his following. 
However, this claim that first position in a Japanese clause realizes Theme 
raises interesting questions about the function of初a. This particle needs 
further investigation from a systemic functional point of view. Only with 
more thorough analysis of texts will light be shed on the nature of this particle. 
Further, care should be taken to separate the system of Theme/Rheme from 
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Information organization which functions to assign “given，”“new，” and maybe 
even“contrastive”status to elements within a text. This separation of sys-
terns, I believe, is necessary in order to clearly describe the function(s) of wa. 
Theme must be viewed as separate from “given”and “new.” To date this has 
not been the case and may be the reason why particle wa continues to be an 
enigmatic feature of Japanese. 
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Appendix 1: The Original Texts 
The notation “｜！” marks the Theme/Rheme boundaries in each clause. The Gram四
matical Subject is in bold type. The Japanese is in italics, the English in plain text. 
The Theme in Japanese is translated as the Theme in English. Each sentence is 
numbered. If the sentence contains more than one clause then the clauses are labeled 
alphabetically. 
1. sα慨usαYuγundeSetsubun 
The Cold Eases and (It’s) Setsubun 
1. Mikkαwa Isetsubun. 
The third 1 was the Sets山 m Festival. 
2. a) Hobo 沼町内okutekiηiIαozoγαgα hirog,αγi, 
Throughout the whole country Iblue skies have opened up, 
b) sα例 usαmoI y間 tn'de,
the cold too 1 has eased and 
c〕 ts硫m’kyαkuno naka ni叩α1koto 0 昨：uidete叫す官wtsuhito mo. 
within the commuting public 1 people who have removed their coats and 
are holding them too [exist]. 
3. Kono yoki no nakαII, zen'kokukαkuchi no jin'jα？αoteγα de切αsetsubun-sα：ino 
gyoji gαηir.ti.Yαhαηi okoηα切αγetα．
In this climate, Iat temples and shrines throughout each district, the annual 
setsubun festivals were joyously held. 
4. Tokyo Asakusαm Sen'soji de wαU kono hi goze凡 Sen’sojiyochien no eη下ηi
yoru mα宵iemαkigα okon側 αγetα．
At Tokyo's Asakusa Sensoo Temple this morning, Ibean throwing by the 
temple’s kindergarten children was held. 
5. E n'jif uku no i却すikαmishimo o総長on'dα
切αkgozeηjuji的 Kαmiηαri慨。η慨αe的 seizoγoi.
570 children wearing the kamishimo over their uniforms 1gathered at 
10 A.M. in front of Kaminari Gate. 
も． a) 〔ellipsedThe椀め IINαhαmisedorio nigzyαhα 泊 koshinshite 
(The children) Imarched noisily along Nakamise Street and, 
b〕〔ellipsedThemめUSe仇ojihon'do mαe de椛α悦eηohαitα悦αsuo moγαi, 
(They) 1 received a container目fulof beans in front of the main Sensoo Temple 
building and, 
。〔ellipsedThemめIse仇 eiηo“byokihα keg，αo motte kuru oni o geザkiyoku 
taiji shimαsho" to iu setsubun no hαηαshi o kiitααto 
(They) 1listened to the teacher’s Setsubun chant，“Let’s exterminate totally 
the devil that brings illness and injury，” after which, 
d) iyoかolmαmemαki. 
eventually Ibean園出rowing[began]. 
7. a）“uo uo”to iu oni no koe no hαitαteepu gαII nag，αreru to, 
A tape which contained the voice of the devil saying，“Oo Oo”I was heard 
when, 
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b) shokuin gαfun'shitααhα四oni，αO四O飽iga Ihar品ono kanabδo motte tojδ． 
red and blue devils who were s綿貫disguised,1 appeared carrying papier 
ma.chるrods.
8. lssei ni Ien'ji kara“oniwαsoto, fuku wαuchi" no hoe ga agatta. 
Altogether 1 from the children, voices saying, "Out with the Devil, in 
with Good Fortune," rose up. 
9. a) Chikα官官 ippai ηα，getα 例 α例 eωα I pαchipachi to kokimi yoku onz・ni atari, 
The beans which (they) threw vigorously Ihit the devils point blank and, 
b) oni wαII uosaδsh仰 αgeku,
the devils, 1 running here and there, after which 
c) (el争sedTheme) Ikosαn 
(They) 1 surrendered. 
10. Yoi・shitαηαnajuhachikiro抑omαmemo 1sugu ni naku natta. 
The 78 kgs of prepared beans also 1 quickly disappeared. 
2. Ginko ni Tan'j・aGotδ：San'patsu Hαssha, 200 man’en Ubatte Toso. 
Armed Bank Robbery: 3 shots fired, (Robbers) stole 2 million yen and fled. 
1. a) Tsuittachi gozen kuji gojugo-fun goro, Fukui四shiKasuga田cho238-1, Fukui 
CinkδKasuga Shiten=Kato Ton仰 nasaSh的 η同chδ（44)=ni, 1 sαn'jussai 
kurαi no kuroi sαn'gurαsu no otoko ga kyaku o yosootsute hαirikomi, 
On the 1st around 9: 55 A.M. at the Kasuga Branch of the Fukui Ban1王238-1
Kasuga-chδmanaged by Kato Tomomasa (44) Ia man about 30 years old 
wearing制acksunglasses in disguise entered the bank, 
b) (ellipsed Theme). 1 rα的n幼 fl no dδshz・ltagaki-chδShz・monawαte,shufu, 
Sugawara Kimiyo-san (30) o ushiro kara ikinari ha ga zj'ime ni shita ue, 
(The man) Isuddenly grabbed from behind Mrs. Kimiyo Sugawara, a house四
wife from Fukui city I tagaki-cho Shimonawate who was visiting the banl王at
the time. In addition to this, 
c) (ellipsed Theme) Ikaunta chuo ni itα SU的 gαkari no Yosh仇oToshiyuki・皿san
(29) ni pisutoru o muke, 
(the man) Ipointed a gun at Mr. Yoshino Toshiyt王i(29) a banl王clerkstanding 
behind the counter, and 
d) (ellipsed Theme) 1“Okane o dase, hayaku dase”to odoshita. 
(the man) Idemanded，“Take out the money quickly！” 
2. a) Yosh仇o-sanga Iodoroite tachiagatta to tan, 
Mr. Yoshino Istood up in surprise, at that moment, 
b) (ellipsed Theme) Ipisutoru o sαn’patsu hatsusha, 
(the man) Ishot the gun 3 times. 
c) uchi ippatsu wa 1 yaku 5 metoru hαnaretαYoshino-san no tsukue no ue no 
gen’kin ukezarαni meichu. 
The first shot 1 hit the cash tray on孔fr.Y oshino's desk which was about 5 m 
away. 
3. Hokα拘onihαtsu wαII kabe ni atatta. 
The other two shots Ihit the wall. 
4. a) Yoshin 仰 ng，αII sobαniαtαたhimαn’enno Sαtsutαbα futαtsu (kei 200 
man’en, obzjutsuki・） 0 hαunta ni oku to, 
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Mr. Yoshino 1 put the two piles of cash ( totalling 2 million yen) which were 
close to him on the counter, when, 
b) otoko印αI“koch什αηihore”to hαimon仇
the宜1anI threw him the shopping bag saying, “Throw it here.” 
c) (ellipsed Theme) Isatsutabαo irete nagekaeshita to tan, 
(Mr. Yoshino) 1 put the money in the bag & returned it when no sooner than, 
d) otoko wαI fukuro o 仰 shizukamini shite, 
the man 1snatched it and 
e) (ellipsed Theme) Iomote ni tobidαshi, 
( the man) 1 ran quickly to the shop entrance and, 
f) (el争sedTheme) 1 dδsh的 nnisht伊印ani tomete atta joyosha de tδsδshita. 
(the man) Iescaped by a car parked on the western side of the bank. 
5. doshiten wαI KatδShiten田chδrakoin hachinin. 
In the bank 1 there were 8 people including the manager. 
6. Uchi Ijosei san’nin. 
Of these Ithree were women. 
7. a) Han'kδtoji 1h的 nnai ni wαI sαn'nin no kyαku gα白αgα，
In the bank at the time of the robbery, Ithere were three customers but 
b) kegαnin仰 Inakatta. 
injured people 1 there weren’t. 
8. H1αn'nin gαshin’nyu shite toso suru mαde (eliJぅsedsubject) Iyaku 5 fun 
kan dαtsuta. 
(The time) it took for the man to enter and escape 1 wαs withinαbout 5 
mtns. 
9. a) Fukiルkenkei no shirαbe de ωαllhαn，ηin wαshin' 
According to the Fukui占enpolice investigation Ithe suspect is 175 cm tal, 
and 
b) (el伊sedTheme) Ihaiiro no shatsu o kite ori, 
(the suspect) Iis wearing a grey shirt and 
c) (ellipsed Theme) Ishiroz・tozan’bδokabutte伽．
(the suspect) Iis wearing a white mountain-climbi何 hat.
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Appendix 2 
Below are the two newspaper texts as they were used in the Theme test. Each article 
had an original and a tampered version. The numbering of the texts was random. 
Text 1: Setsubun 




















Text 2: Cinkδ 













Text 2 (2) 銀行に短銃強盗－3発発射 200万円奪って逃走
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一日午前九時五十五分ごろ，福井市春日町ニ三八のー，福井銀行春日支店：加藤智正支店長（四四）＝に，
三十歳くらいの黒いサングラスの男が客を装って入り込み，来店中の同市板垣町下縄手，主婦，菅原貴実代
さん（三0）を後ろからいきなり羽がい締めにしたうえ，カウンター中央にいた出納係の吉野俊幸さん（ニ九）
にピストルを向け，「金を出せ，早く出せ」と脅した．
吉野さんが驚いて立ち上がったとたん，ヒ。ストルを三発発射， うち一発は約五メートル離れた吉野さんの
机の上の現金受けざらに命中．他のこ発は盛に当たった．吉野さんがそばにあった一万円の札束二つ（計二
百万円，帯封付き）をカウンターに置くと，男は「こちらにほうれ」と買い物袋を投げ込み，札束を入れて
投げ返したとたん，男は袋をわしづかみにして，表に飛び出し，同支店西側に止めてあった乗用車で逃走し
た．
同支店は加藤支店長ら行員八人． うち女性三人．犯行当時支fi5内には三人の客がいたが，けが人はなかっ
た．犯人が侵入して逃走するまで約五分間だった．
補井県警の調べでは犯人は身長一七五センチくらい，灰色のシャツを着ており，白い登山帽をかぶってい
た．
